
 

 

 

Overview: Participants will compare the leadership strategies and actions displayed by the 
military leaders during the Battle of St. Eloi and the Battle of Vimy Ridge. 

Time required: 1-1.5 hours (plan for about one additional hour if completing the alternate 
activities as well) 

Facilitator’s plan:  

-Divide participants into small groups 

-Provide the battle summaries to each group or to each participant. If delivering the modules 
virtually, email the summaries in advance or share them on the screen 

- Participants will read the summaries and answer the discussion questions (below). Additional/ 
alternate activities are also provided below.  

Note for facilitators: the battle summaries are more advanced and may be challenging for 
certain groups. The facilitator should be present to assist participants while reading over the 
summaries to ensure comprehension. Consider reading the summaries as a group or in small 
groups. Participants can then answer the questions below and/or complete the alternate 
activities. 

 
Group Activity Questions: Compare the leadership strategies and actions displayed by the 
military leaders in the Battle of St. Eloi and the Battle of Vimy Ridge.  
 
-Go through the descriptions of each of the battles and underline or highlight any references to 
leadership strategies or actions (training, planning, communication and/or decision making, for 
example). Note 3 differences between the two battles.  
 
-Were the battles of St. Eloi and Vimy Ridge victories? Why or why not? 
 
-How do you think the leadership actions and strategies impacted the outcomes of each of the 
battles? (The impact might be negative or positive).  
 
-Based on the descriptions, can you think of additional strategies or planning that would have 
positively impacted the outcomes of these battles? 
 
-Look at the contemporary aerial battlefield photos and maps on the following websites. Do the 
images of the terrain change your analysis or critique of the leadership strategies or actions 
made by the military leaders during the battles? Why or why not? Do the images inspire you to 
think of alternate strategies? 
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• Maps and aerial images of St. Eloi: https://18thbattalioncef.blog/18th-battalion-unit-
action-battles/st-eloi-crater-battle/st-eloi-maps-and-images/  

• Vimy Ridge Maps: https://www.warmuseum.ca/the-battle-of-vimy-ridge/vimy-ridge-
maps/#tabs  

 
 

Alternate activity 1: Participants will perform a skit describing a battle to demonstrate their 
understanding. This activity is better suited to an in-person setting. 
 
-Divide the group in half. One group will be assigned to the Battle of St. Eloi and the other the 
Battle of Vimy Ridge 
-Each group will read the summary of the respective battle 
-Each group will then prepare a skit about their battle. Groups should focus on the different the 
leadership actions, successes, and failures. 
-Each group will practice their skit and present it to the other group. This will ensure that both 
groups have a strong understanding of both battles 
-In small groups or as an entire group, participants will then discuss the questions above 
 
Alternate activity 2: Debate 
 
After reading the battle summaries, participants will debate about the following statement 
related to leadership in the context of the two battles. 
 
Statement: Planning was THE key factor that led to the outcome of the battles of St. Eloi and 
Vimy Ridge.  
 

- Divide the groups in two. One group will argue that this statement is true, and one will 
argue that it is false or not entirely accurate.  

- Using the battle summaries, both groups should prepare three arguments to support 
their respective positions. Allow 20-30 minutes for preparation and 30 minutes for the 
debate.  

 
Adapting the activity: facilitators may choose a different debate statement, focusing on another 
leadership action that influenced the outcome of the battles. 
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Battle Summaries: 

Context: Actions and decisions by military leaders have a major impact on the outcome of a 
battle. Consider the role of a hockey coach: as a team leader what is their responsibility? A 
hockey coach strategizes and designs plays or plans of “attack” against the opposing team. 
They communicate frequently with the players on the team, and they support the players 
executing the plans during the game. Similarly, during the First World War, military leaders were 
responsible for developing strategies and designing plans to lead to a victory. 

Compare the leadership strategies and actions displayed by the military leaders in the Battle of 
St. Eloi and the Battle of Vimy Ridge. 

The Battle of St Eloi 

St. Eloi, a small village south of Ypres in Belgium, was part of a sector of the British front that 
had seen much fighting since the beginning of the First World War. By March 1916, the 
Germans had forced a small salient on a slight rise and could now look down into the British 
lines and see all movement on the ground before them. The British devised a plan to push the 
German army off this salient and occupy this higher ground themselves. The British 3rd Division 
was to lead the attack, and once the enemy positions had been taken and the new line 
consolidated, the 2nd Canadian Division would then relieve them. 

Although the British 3rd Division was exhausted from fighting elsewhere, on March 27,1916, it 
attacked, led by an artillery barrage and the detonation of six huge mines. The mines shattered 
trenches on both sides, creating huge craters and altering the landscape to the point where 
nothing was recognizable. The four centre mines were blown so close together that they formed 
an impassable barrier to the attacking troops; the weather was foul, turning the ground swampy 
and preventing any aerial support. To the attacking infantry, one crater looked very much like 
another. In this confusion, the British thought they had captured craters 4 and 5, when, in fact, 
neither was occupied, which left a large gap in the British lines. It was a mess. After almost a 
week of fighting and being shelled, the 3rd Division was so exhausted, and on April 4, the 
Canadians were called upon to relieve them. 

Due to the hurried nature of this relief, Canadian commanders had no time to reconnoitre or 
survey the battlefield. Poor weather still prevented aerial photography. Trenches had collapsed, 
men were forced to sit in flooded shell holes with water up to their waists. Communication 
between the front ‘line’ and the rear was nonexistent. The Canadians did not know where they 
were, where they were supposed to be, nor where they were in relation to their enemy. Their 
commanders were relying on maps that did not correspond to the reality of the situation. 

The Canadians made the same error as the British, thinking they occupied craters 4 and 5 when 
they did not, again leaving a gap that the Germans were quick to exploit by recapturing both of 
these craters. German artillery had a bird’s eye view of the battleground below them and could 
direct accurate fire against any movement they saw. In their lower positions, Canadian  



 

 

artillery could see nothing but the outline of the crater lips above them, so their shelling was 
weak, sporadic, and inaccurate.  

Battalion after Canadian battalion was decimated. The Germans were quick to take advantage 
and launched a counterattack on April 6, pushing the Canadians back. Confusion reigned, but 
the mantra of both British and Canadian leadership was not to give up ground.  

The fight for the St. Eloi craters continued this way for almost two weeks. On April 16, the 
weather improved sufficiently to send up observation planes to take more photos which, upon 
development, showed that the Germans occupied the largest of the craters and had 
incorporated them into their line. Further attacks would be futile. The decision to withdraw the 
remaining Canadians was made.   

The St. Eloi salient would remain in German hands until the battle of Messines Ridge in June 
1917.  

The Battle of Vimy Ridge 

On April 9, 1917, in the midst of a snowstorm, the entire Canadian Corps attacked a German 
fortification thought to be unassailable: Vimy Ridge. The French had attacked twice, once in 
1914 and again in 1915 and were repulsed both times with heavy losses. The British tried in 
1915 and were also repulsed. By April 1917, the Germans believed their position to be 
impenetrable and with good reason - they had had two years to make their defenses even more 
formidable.  

The attack at Vimy was part of a larger British offensive and taking Vimy was a key component 
to the overall campaign. The Canadians were ready: morale was high, the men were confident 
in their own abilities and those of their leaders. Battalions were at full strength and were 
hunkered down in tunnels safe from German artillery fire.  

The troops had been practicing and training for this battle for months, including frequent night 
raids to gain information on the opposing German troops, night combat experience, and practice 
in the mock battlefield behind the lines. Each unit was told its objectives, as well as those of the 
units around it, so that they could take over should their neighbours get bogged down. Junior 
officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs) were told the plans so that they could take over 
if their superiors were hit. Every man knew his role and the objectives he had to reach and hold, 
regardless of casualties. 40,000 maps of the battlefield were also distributed to the troops. 

On April 9 at 5.30 am, the Canadians launched their attack. They followed closely behind a 
creeping barrage, hoping to fall upon the enemy before he could emerge from his dugouts. With 
1st Division on the extreme right and 4th Division on the extreme left, the targets were four lines: 
black, red, blue, and brown. The 1st and 2nd Divisions had the farthest to go, needing to seize all 
four lines. The 3rd and 4th Divisions had the shortest to go but they also had the steepest part of 
the ridge to climb and seize the most heavily defended positions: Hill 145 and the Pimple, both 
of which offered strategic views due to their height.  



 

 

It was no easy feat. The Canadians, despite the fact that over 1 000 000 shells had been fired at 
the enemy, had to fight every inch of the way to the top of the ridge. Some battalions, especially 
those of the 4th Division, suffered over seventy percent casualties as the men kept pushing 
forward, oftentimes with their officers and NCOs wounded, killed, or missing. Their orders were 
not to stop for any reason. They knew what they had to do, had trained, and knew where they 
were and where they had to go.  

After four days of bitter hand to hand combat, the ridge was in Canadian hands. The Canadians 
were able to seize their objectives, but it was costly: over 10 000 casualties, with more than 
3,000 men killed on April 9 to 10; the highest casualty rate in a single day in Canadian military 
history.  

 
 
 
 
 
 


